Detection of residual leukaemia more than 10 years after allogeneic bone marrow transplantation for chronic myelogenous leukaemia.
The clinical status of a homogeneous cohort of long-term survivors of allogeneic marrow transplantation was assessed and residual leukaemia was studied by reverse transcription polymerase chain reaction for leukaemia specific BCR-ABL mRNA. The group comprised 34 consecutive patients with CML in chronic phase treated by chemoradiotherapy and transplantation of bone marrow from HLA-identical sibling donors between February 1981 and December 1983 in the joint Hammersmith-Northwick Park programme. The probability of survival at 10 years was 59 +/- 17%. Eighteen of the 19 surviving (95%) patients have Karnofsky scores of 90 or 100% indicative of a good performance status. One of the survivors had evidence of relapse 6.5 years after transplant but has since been restored to complete remission by treatment with interferon-alpha followed by donor leucocyte transfusions. Surprisingly, 2 of the 19 patients who have been in remission for over 10 years have molecular evidence of persisting leukaemic cells. Quantification by competitive PCR indicated that the malignant clone persisted at low levels. The data suggest that the majority of long-term survivors after BMT for CML are in good health and may be regarded as cured. Some long-term survivors, however, may still harbour residual leukaemic cells and continued monitoring for late relapse is warranted. Late relapse is amenable to further therapy with leukocyte transfusions from the original marrow donor.